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This system can doubtless be defended as, on the
face of it, a perfectly equitable arrangement, but in
practice, when it is employed by unscrupulous land-
owners, care is taken to ensure that the peon's debt
is never extinguished. It is increased up to the
limit he can bear, and even beyond. As he is un-
able to leave his holding until his debt is paid, he
becomes in effect, and for so long, a slave, unable to
move, held to the landowner, the whole of his
crops, beyond what is necessary for his barest sub-
sistence, pledged, and on a change of ownership he
is in eifect " sold with the land." Dean C. Wor-
cester in Slavery and Peonage in the Philippine Islands,
defines peonage as " the condition of a debtor held
by his creditor in a form of qualified servitude to
work out a debt."
Professor Ross, who has made a study of the
peonage system, says that he has found that it
operates as follows:
" From the Rio Grande down the west coast to Cape
Horn, free agricultural labor, as we know it, does not
exist. In general the laborers on the estates are at
various stages of mitigation of the once universal slavery
into which the native populations were crushed by the
iron heel of the conquistador."1
A more recent statement reinforces that made by
Professor Ross, and describes the system as " one
1 South of Panama: quoted in Social Movements in South
America, a report prepared for the Congress on Christian Work
in South America, held at Montevideo, March 39-April 8, 1925.